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Taking Action as an Academic Worker 


“The world is now experiencing a moral crisis whose 
enormity will reshape political attitudes and alliances for 
generations to come.” - Steve Salaita 


In this moment, we are all called upon to act against US complicity 
with genocide, and in support of a free Palestine. 


As current and former university workers, we—the makers of this 
resource—feel particular urgency to take action because of our 
position as educators and as semi-public figures. We feel called to 
stand with our students and to be leaders in our community. 


At the same time, we feel anxiety about the ways that our actions 
could impact our careers. There have been targeted attacks on the 
lives and careers of university workers speaking out for Palestine. 
Some people have lost their jobs. Some have had to find a new 
profession. Academic contingency and the erosion of tenure 
protections have made some of us particularly vulnerable. 


We wrote this resource because we didn’t want to be silenced or 
frozen by fear. The first half of this zine contains information about 
your rights and risks as a university worker. The second half has 
exercises to help you understand your position. Use it for yourself, 
or try working through it collectively. 


The goal is to empower academic workers to take action in ways 


that feel appropriate given the gravity of the moment and the very 
real consequences that you might face. 
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Assessment: Taking Action 


Use this assessment to check in with yourself if you‘re unsure 
whether a specific action is right for you. 


What action do you want to take? 


Write down a single negative consequence that you fear you might 
experience if you take this action. (For example: my supervisor 
might reprimand me.) Follow that with a single positive outcome 
that you might experience. (For example: / might feel less guilty.) 
Repeat until you cannot think of any other consequences you might 
face. For every negative outcome, you must offer a positive 
outcome. 


How likely is it that you will face these consequences? 


What would happen if the worst case scenario happened to you? 
Would you be okay? 


(14) 


Conduct a Tech Audit, continued 


5) Social media: Which accounts are associated with your job? 
Which accounts, if any, do you want to use to post about Palestine? 
Have you turned off location and activity tracking? 


6) Maps, Calendars, and Documents: Do you want to use your work 
accounts, personal accounts, or anonymous accounts? Have you 
turned off location tracking? 


7) Browsers: Are you using a secure browser like Firefox, and a 
secure search engine like DuckDuckGo? Do you need to set up a 
VPN so you can work anonymously? 


8) Machines: Do you / can you use technology that belongs to your 
workplace? 


Reflections on taking risk 


All political action is risky, and activists may face everything from 
social discomfort to job loss, imprisonment, and violence. 


Academic workers also face profession-specific risks such as loss of a 
career, loss of a job, loss of opportunities for promotions and 
advancement, and ostracization. 


There are three things to keep in mind when assessing risk related to 
political action. 


First: most academics do not experience any career consequences 
for taking political action, just as most activists are never imprisoned 
or physically harmed. One goal of high-profile attacks on protestors 
and university workers alike is to make us afraid and to keep us 
silent. 


Second: not all actions carry the same risk. There are ways to protect 
yourself from risk while taking action. For example, activism that 
happens off campus and outside of your job may be less risky than 
work done on campus. Acts of individual or private support may be 
less risky than public statements. 


Third: assess your level of commitment and acknowledge that some 
consequences are worth facing when people are dying. 


Understanding Academic Freedom 


The First Amendment, which guarantees rights of free speech, 


protects you from political discrimination by the government. |n 
some but not all cases, the First Amendment protects public 
employees from being fired for expressing their political views 
outside of work. The First Amendment does not protect private 
employees. 


Some state_laws protect employees from certain kinds of 
political discrimination from their employers. These include 
California, New York, Oregon, DC, and Washington. Several 
states also have laws that protect people from discrimination on 
the basis of off-duty activities more broadly. It is generally illegal 
for employers to intrude into private spaces in order to learn 
about your activities. 


Many universities adhere to principles of academic freedom, 
which allow teachers and researchers to investigate, discuss, and 
publish findings without interference, and to speak freely 
outside of work. 


If you are a scholar of Middle Eastern history, for example, you 
could be protected for writing and teaching about Palestine as 
long as you adhere to disciplinary standards. If you are not, you 
could be protected for advocating for Palestine as a private 
individual outside of work. 


These policies alone are not legally binding, however. 


Assessment: Conduct a Tech Audit 


These guiding questions are intended to help you start thinking 
about how you use technology in your organizing work. For many of 
us, security is appealing, but the steps to getting there can feel 
overwhelming. Consider if there are two or three changes you want 
to make to feel more secure. 


1) What are your goals? Are you trying to comply with university 
policies? To prevent the university from knowing about your 
activities? To protect other people from being tracked by your 
university? To keep your work anonymous? 


2) Schedule: When are you on or off duty? Which activities do you 
want to restrict to off-duty: sending emails, texting, conducting 
research, posting online about Palestine? 


3) Email: When organizing, do you want to use your work email? 
Personal email? Do you need an anonymous account? 


4) Messaging: Which platforms (Messenger, WhatsApp, Signal) do 
you want to use for organizing? For sharing info? 
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Understanding Fear, Continued 


The following table contains a list of possible actions. For each 
action, would you feel safe, uncomfortable, or afraid? Use this to 
understand where your limits are, and where you can offer an 


enthusiastic (or cautious) yes! 


Speaking at a large off-campus 
public protest 


Marching in a large off-campus 
public protest 


Volunteering with an off-campus 
advocacy group 


Circulating a Palestine fundraiser 
on social media 


Sharing information about a 
Palestine fundraiser privately 


Attending an event hosted by a 
student advocacy group on 
campus 


Providing faculty/staff support 
for a student advocacy group 


Having private conversations 
with students who are publicly 
pro-Palestine 
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Uncom- 
fortable 


Understanding Academic Freedom, continued 


e Protection of academic freedom is sometimes written into 
university collective bargaining agreements, contracts, and 
faculty handbooks. These documents specify how your right to 
academic freedom is institutionally and legally protected. 
Review these documents carefully, with the help of your union if 
possible, to understand your rights. 

Learn More 

NOLO is an educational resource that provides information about 

the law for individuals and companies. 

e Can employers discriminate based on political beliefs or 
attiliations? 
https://www.nolo.com/leqgal-encyclopedia/can-employers-discriminat 
e-based-on-political-beliefs-or-affiliation.htm!| 

e Off duty conduct and employee rights 


bttos://www.nolo.com/legal-encyclopedia/off-duty-conduct-emplo 
e-rights-33590.html 


The American Association of University Professors (AAUP) is a 
professional organization that aims to advance academic freedom, 
among other goals. 


Protecting Academic Freedom 
httos://www.aaup.org/our-work/protecting-academic-freedom 
Academic Freedom FAQs 


httos://www.aaup.org/programs/academic-freedom/fags-academic-fr 
eedom 


Palestine Legal protects the civil and constitutional rights of people 
in the U.S. who speak out for Palestinian freedom. 
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e https://palestinelegal.org/ 


Social Media & Data Privacy 


University work culture often blurs the lines between work and 
extramural (private) activities, but these distinctions matter here. 


Any public-facing activity where you refer to your job, use your work 
computer or campus wifi, or write or publish during working hours 
has the potential to be interpreted by your institution as 
representing the university—even if you use a disclaimer. 


If you're going to be doing political work online, there are steps you 
can take to protect yourself, like restricting active hours; only using 
personal devices; and using tools like Firefox, DuckDuckGo, and 
Signal with strong privacy policies. For some activities, you might 
also consider taking steps to work anonymously, by using a VPN and 
a disposable email, for example. 


It's also a good idea to review your institution's social media policy, 
and to get clear with yourself about where your work ends and your 
personal life begins. Remember: everything online can be surveilled, 
even if you intend it to be private. 


Learn more: 
e Take Back the Tech Safety Toolkit 


https://www.takebackthetech.net/be-safe/safety-toolkit 
e Center for Solutions to Online Violence 


httos://www.femtechnet.org/csov/ 
e Data and Activism resources: 


httos://ourdataourselves.tacticaltech.org/projects/data-and- 


activism/ 
e An Activist Guide to Privacy and Safety: 
h -//www. rghostvon.com/en /orivacyhub/an-activ 


ists-quide-to-online-privacy-and-safety/ 


Assessment: Understanding Fear 


Which of the following are you comfortable facing as a consequence 
of taking action in support of a free Palestine? Use this to reflect on 
the spaces where you feel courageous, and where you feel fear. 


It would be okay if my coworkers / students liked me less 

It would be okay if | was denied an opportunity to speak, 
collaborate, or join a committee or project 

It would be okay if | was formally reprimanded 

It would be okay if my contract was not renewed 

It would be okay if | was passed over for a merit-based raise or 
bonus 
lt would be okay if | was denied tenure 
lt would be okay if | lost my job 


It would be okay if | had to change careers 


Understanding Hope 


Which of the following do you hope to experience as a result of 
taking action? 
e | hope to feel less guilty 
e | hope to feel more empowered 
e | hope to help Palestinian students and colleagues feel better 
supported 


e | hope to help student activists feel more empowered 

e | hope to feel more connected to my institution or city 

e | hope to help educate my community 

e | hope to become part of grassroots change 

e | hope to model what it means to be an engaged academic 
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Environmental Safety, continued Taking Action 


1. Do you have any colleagues who could be your allies or We are all capable of taking action for a free Palestine. Which of the 
co-conspirators when strategizing to support Palestine? Who are 


actions described here feel possible to you? 
they? 


This list builds on the work of Steve Salaita: 


https://stevesalaita.com/so-youre-a-professor-heres-what-you-can-d 
o-to-oppose-genocide/ 


Extramural Actions (Private and Public) 


Join the local chapter of an advocacy organization 


2. Who is your direct supervisor (i.e. department chair)? Do you Attend marches and other public actions 


know of a case when they were asked to defend an employee Call or email your elected officials 


from discrimination of any kind? How did they handle it? Campaign for pro-Palestine politicians 


Donate and raise funds 


Write an op-ed in your local paper 


On Duty Actions (Private and Public) 


e Organize a chapter of Faculty for Justice in Palestine 
https://www.fjp-network.org/ 

Defend Palestinian students & workers 

Defend student activists 

Boycott Israeli universities 

Participate in a university divestment campaign 


3. Who manages your administrative unit (i.e. dean)? Do you know 
of a case when they were asked to defend an employee from 
discrimination of any kind? How did they handle it? 


Organize a panel or table on Palestine at a conference 
Invite Gazan guest speakers to your class or institution 
Teach works by Palestinians or about Palestine 
Join student actions such as marches and talks 


Organize an adjacent event, for example, on data privacy 


Assessment: Vulnerability 


How vulnerable are you at work? As you answer each question 
below, consider whether you are made to feel 1) very vulnerable, 2) 
somewhat vulnerable, 3) somewhat secure, or 4) very secure. 


Remember: While vulnerable people often feel most called to 
action, we ask those with protections to be more visible. 


How would you describe your 
employment status under your current 
contract? 


How would you describe your 
relationship to your profession? 


How do your identities (ethnic, racial, 
religious, gender, ability) impact your 


position in your workplace? 


How do your debts, expenses, or 
financial resources impact your 
dependence on your current job? 


How would teaching or doing research 
on social justice topics impact your 


position in your workplace? 


How would sharing your political 
opinions at work impact your position? 
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Assessment: Environmental Safety 


The following questions are designed to help you reflect on the 
culture of your institution, the conditions of your employment, and 
the support network you have at work. 


Remember: while some people we work with may be exceptional, 
our institutions cannot and will not love us back. 


1. Do you know of anyone at your workplace who is visibly 
supporting Palestine, either on campus or privately? What 
actions are they taking? 


2. Do you know of anyone at your workplace who has experienced 
discrimination because of their support of Palestine? What 
happened? 


